The Contrastive Study of Cultural Features Reflected in English and Chinese Idioms by 张芬
  
 
学校编码：10384                                   分类号    密级       










硕  士  学  位  论  文 
 
英汉习语文化特征的对比研究 
The Contrastive Study of Cultural Features Reflected in 





专  业 名 称：外国语言学及应用语言学 
论文提交日期： 
论文答辩时间： 
学位授予日期：    
  
答辩委员会主席：   
评阅人：   
 






















另外，该学位论文为（                            ）课题（组）
的研究成果，获得（               ）课题（组）经费或实验室的




































（     ）1.经厦门大学保密委员会审查核定的保密学位论文，
于   年  月  日解密，解密后适用上述授权。 







                             声明人（签名）： 
















 Language and culture are inseparable, for culture contains language and 
language is the carrier of culture. Idioms, generally regarded as gem of a language, 
are the oldest and the most valuable language expression form of every national 
culture. They are fixed parlance that people use for a long time with strong ethnic 
color and distinctive culture connotation, thus to a certain extent they reflect national 
way of thinking and have extremely close relationship with social and cultural 
tradition. So learning the idioms of a language is essential, since it’s an important 
ways for foreign language learners to familiarize themselves with its culture. 
In intercultural communication pragmatic failures are a common problem, for we 
lack deep probe into social culture of the target language. Chinese and English both 
abound with idioms, whose succinct form and profound meaning make themselves 
condensed and expressive. Many idioms bear proper figures and have strong cultural 
flavors. Learning idioms from the perspective of language and culture is really 
all-encompassing, including beliefs, values, attitudes, norms, customs, and material 
aspects. If we can understand and master the application of idioms, to develop insight 
and understanding into cultural differences, we can grasp English and Chinese culture 
thoroughly.  
Contrastive study is one of the important methods on language study. Since the 
1970s, the contrastive study has witnessed considerable development in China. But 
because of the complexity of the cultural factors in idioms, this paper applies 
contrastive method as well as cultural perspective to the study of English and Chinese 
idioms. It has found that there exist some similarities between the cultural connotation 
of English and Chinese idioms; while at the same time, there’re tremendous 
differences with respect to classification, sources and cultural backgrounds, etc of 
these two idioms, which reflect disparate deep connotation in Chinese and English 
culture. 















the significance of the contrastive research lies in. Therefore, we should pay extra 
attention to cultural features in idioms in language teaching and learning,. Now that 
language learning is the learning of language skills and cultural skills, only the 
combination of these two skills can avoid communication problems caused by cultural 
differences and meanwhile smooth the intercultural communication.  
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1.Aim of the Thesis 
Rudyard Kipling says in the Ballad of East and West: “East is East, and West is 
West; and never the twain shall meet.” Yet, he never expects that with the 
technological development in transportation and communication, the Westerners and 
Easterners that have quite different cultures respectively would meet so frequently 
nowadays in international settings. However, in a sense, Kipling is absolutely correct 
in that people with different cultural patterns (including beliefs, values, attitudes, 
norms, customs, and material aspects), especially those from East and West, do 
encounter communication difficulties, breakdowns, misunderstandings and even 
conflicts and confrontations just because they fail to understand each other in their 
intercultural communication.  
Now that culture plays so vital a role in intercultural communication, the cultural 
features in different languages have been gaining more and more interests from 
linguistic scholars. In order to smooth intercultural communication, many scholars 
have become interested in the study of cultural similarities and differences embodied 
in different languages. Cultural studies have currently been prevailing in West, and 
instantly become a fashion in the circle of present Chinese culture and academia, 
especially in the field of literary theory and criticism. The study of cultural features in 
different languages is of great significance in intercultural communication, along with 
other disciplines such as linguistics, language acquisition, etc. 
Idioms, the cream of all kinds of languages, are the crystallization of human 
collective wisdom in the world, as they have many national characteristics with 
profound meanings and rich cultural connotations. It can be said that they are mirrors 
reflecting cultural features in languages. Idioms are widely used in almost all kinds of 
speeches and writings: they can be found in literary works, as well as scientific and 















is dry and lackluster. 
 It has been noticed that much past work on the study of English and Chinese 
idioms has often been concerned with classifications, semantics, origins, and 
rhetorical devices, etc., while at the same time, researchers neglect a comprehensive 
study on the comparison of English and Chinese idioms, especially on their cultural 
associations and utilization in intercultural communication. In light of the inadequacy 
and incomprehensive research carried out in this field, the present thesis, with the 
adoption of contrastive method, aims at a more detailed description of the cultural 
associations embodied in Chinese and English idioms. 
It is believed that a contrastive study on various aspects of English and Chinese 
idioms can be both enlightening and rewarding. Meanwhile, a good command of the 
diversified aspects of culture features reflected in English and Chinese idioms can add 
depth and breadth to the contrastive study of these two languages. The ideas presented 
in this thesis may serve to enrich language learners’ understanding of English and 
Chinese idioms, thus enhancing their culture awareness in cross-cultural 
communication. It is also hoped that this study might yield some useful insights into a 
more comprehensive study on the similarities and diversities of cultures reflected in 
English and Chinese idioms. 
2. Structure of the Thesis 
The thesis tries to make a contrastive study of cultural features in idioms of the 
two languages-Chinese and English, with the focus placed upon in the following main 
aspects: 
In Chapter One, the author gives a brief account of the definitions of culture and 
discusses the relationship between idioms, language and culture respectively. 
Chapter Two makes a detailed exploration of definitions and characteristics of 
English and Chinese idioms. 
Chapter Three focuses on a detailed analysis of cultural features in English and 
















Chapter Four narrows down the discussion to developing Intercultural 
Communication Competence (ICC), and language and culture teaching in classroom, 
followed by a study on the appropriate utilization of idioms in culture teaching to 
smooth intercultural communication. 
For the conclusion part, the author makes a summary about this thesis, and at the 
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Chapter One Idioms, Language and Culture 
Idioms are a very important linguistic form that abounds in many languages in 
the world; language and culture have a close relationship with each other. Therefore, 
idioms certainly share an intimate bond with culture. In order to make a contrastive 
study of cultural features in English and Chinese idioms, the definition of culture must 
be clarified first; the relationship between language and culture, and the relationship 
between idioms and culture should also be made clear in advance. 
1.1 Definition of Culture 
What does the word culture mean? For different people, it may mean different 
things. In its narrow sense, It just refers to language, art, and literature. In its broad 
sense, “culture consists of all the shared products of human society.”(Robertson, 
Stuart, 1981: 9) or “culture is the sum total of the accumulation of material and 
non-material creation of a people throughout their history”(Guan Shijie, 1995: 15). 
From this point of view, culture can be seen as a whole way of life of a society, 
including belief, ideas, institutions systems, laws and customs. In fact, culture really is 
a very large, evasive and even all-pervasive concept, and it’s not an easy task to give 
it a satisfactory definition. It is said that there are more than 200 definitions of culture 
due to various cultural and academic backgrounds. 
English anthropologist Edward Burnett Tylor is the first one to give the 
definition of culture, considered the most classic statement. In Primitive Cultures 
(1871: 36), He defines culture as “that complex whole which includes knowledge, 
belief, art, law, morals, customs and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man 
as a member of society” ( Katan, 2004: 16).  
Samovar, Porter and Stefani hold that culture is “the deposit of knowledge, 
experience, beliefs, values, actions, attitudes, meanings, religion, notions of time, 
roles, spatial relations, concepts of the universe, and artifacts acquired by a group of 
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Porter and Stefani, 2000: 36). While Fraser (1970: 22) defines idioms as the following 
in his article Idioms Within a Transformational Grammar: “ ...I shall regard an idiom 
as a constituent or a series of constituents for which the semantic interpretation is not 
a compositional function of the formatives of which it is composed.” 
Bates and Plog (1976: 6) propose a descriptive definition: “culture is a system of 
shared beliefs, values, customs, behaviors and artifacts that the members of a society 
use to cope with their world and with one another, and that are transmitted from 
generation to generation through learning”. Bates and Plog’s definition of culture 
includes most of the major territories on which scholars currently agree. 
 Now let’s resort to Raymond William, a well-known scholar in cultural studies, 
who provides an extensive cultural dictionary of words and meanings and associations 
in his most influential work Keywords. In Keywords, he gives us three different 
meanings that have become attached to the word culture: 
(1) Culture can be seen as a general process of intellectual, spiritual and/or aesthetic 
development. 
(2) Culture can be seen as a particular way of life, and its associated products and 
practices. 
(3) Culture can be used to describe the works and practices of intellectual and 
especially artistic activity (Yang Shu, 2006: 3). 
While the famous translation theorist, Nida, gives us a very succinct explanation: 
culture is “the totality of beliefs and practices of a society” (1993: 105).  
Whatever definition the experts and scholars may give, at least they agree on the 
three characteristics of culture: (1) culture is not innate but acquired. (2) different 
aspects of culture are closely connected. (3) culture is shared and in fact determines 
the boundary of different cultural groups.  
1.2 The Relationship between Language and Culture 
Does language have something to do with culture? When it comes to this 
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assertion of close determining ties between culture and language. That is, each 
language strongly influences and may even controls what can be thought and said by 
users of that language. This hypothesis remains an issue of controversy, though it has 
been cited in some language studies. Nevertheless, it’s universally agreed that 
language and culture are closely tied with each other to the extent that they are 
inseparable.  
On one hand, culture shapes language. As Lado puts it, “language does not 
develop in a vacuum” (Lado, 1964: 23), and Malinoski (1939: 64) holds the same 
view, for he maintains that “the study of any language, spoken by a people who lives 
under conditions different from our own and possesses a different culture, must be 
carried out in conjunction with the study of their culture and of their environment.” As 
Chang Zonglin (2004: 26) puts it, “for the same word, people from different cultural 
backgrounds may have different impressions or understandings. In a presentation of 
culture, the more one is familiar with the target culture, the more appropriately he/she 
can learn and use the target language.” 
On the other hand, language is the carrier of culture. Language is crucial in 
interpreting and classifying human’s experience and perception of the world known as 
culture. Anthropologist Kluckhohn (1994: 26) writes, “human culture without 
language is unthinkable.”  Nida (1993: 105) thinks the same, and he says “since 
culture is defined succinctly as totality of beliefs and practice of a society, nothing is 
of greater strategic importance than the language through which its beliefs are 
expressed and transmitted and by which most interaction of its members takes place.” 
Kramsch also thinks that language is the bearer of culture, the very element that 
expresses, embodies and symbolizes cultural reality (Kramsch, 2000: 3).  
From the above discussion, we can see that language is part of culture and 
shaped by it, while culture is also carried by language. Therefore, language represents 
a people, and constitutes their historical and cultural backgrounds along with life 
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